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Esther L. Cooper of the I ow a State English 
Department tells how to read intelligently 
T HE fact that Mortimer J. Adler's "How to Read a Book," published last spring appeared for sev-
eral months on the lists of best sellers indicates that a 
good many of us wish to learn how to read. Perhaps 
we merely wondered, though, what Mr. Adler could 
say on so time-worn a subject. The problems of what 
you are reading and why will somewhat determine the 
how. 
The college student must first of all read chiefly 
for information. If this is your objective you must be 
mentally fit, not fatigued, for the mind must be alert 
to see the exact problem imposed, to grasp facts, per-
haps to form opinions. You should prepare your mind 
by finding the author's purpose. 
What is he trying to do? That is best learned from 
the preface. To have a clear-cut statement of the writ-
er's objective is the right of every prospective reader. 
Then try to find the plan. "Every book," says Adler, 
"has a skeleton hidden beneath its boards. Your job 
is to find it." 
That is often revealed in the table of contents. Now 
you are ready to seek the exact information you need 
for your purpose. Taking notes is usually helpful, 
often necessary. Be accurate when you take down your 
facts. 
More difficult, as well as more valuable, than read-
ing for information is reading for understanding. 
This means seeing the significance of the facts. That 
briefly, is the difference between the front page of the 
newspaper, crowded with facts (unfortunately, not 
always facts) and the editorial page, which interprets 
them. It is the difference between the radio's news-
caster and its news-interpreter. 
Every educated person reads some books for a bet-
ter understanding. Such reading demands more than 
attention; it demands thought. It's a good thing to 
stop at the end of a chapter, perhaps even at the end 
of a paragraph, and ask yourself what the author said, 
what he meant, whether you agree. The mind must 
be active. 
Students who read their history texts passively gain 
little. When they bring real thought to bear, the text 
comes al ive. That's what someone meant by saying 
we shou ld "penetrate beneath the language to the 
thought." If language bothers, if there's an unfamilar 
word, that difficulty must be cleared before the thought 
can be uncovered. Probably we should all spend more 
time than we do in thinking through what we have 
read. · 
But let us hope that even in college you find some 
time for reading for entertainment. It's a joy just to 
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forget "assigned readings" for a while. Your method 
then will be somewhat different from that employed 
when you seek instruction. 
Of course, many books serve both purposes, but 
usually one is dominant. Even in reading for pleasure 
the reader needs to attend more closely than many do. 
It is easy, if one is not watching, to lose the well-
chosen word, the deft phrase. 
You have all seen the one who drives so fast through 
the picturesque countryside that his companions have 
no chance to enjoy the natural beauty. He's interested 
only in reaching his destination. So it is with the 
story. If it's worth reading at all it's worth more than 
a skimming to learn "how it comes out" -whether boy 
gets girl. See how the author says it as well as what he 
says. 
Adler says: "The difference between good and bad 
fiction having the same essential plot lies in what the 
author does with it, how he dresses up the bare 
bones." It is this dressing up that is worth noting. 
Some critics tell us that the number of plots in litera-
ture may be simmered down to twelve. 
But where one writer uses the time-worn characters 
and suitations and the hackneyed phrases, another 
finds new persons meeting unexpected situations and 
fresh phrasing that is like a breath of fresh air. You 
find yourself rereading a sentence so as not to miss the 
pleasure it gives. Perhaps you say to yourself, 'Til 
send that to the Reader's Digest for its Picturesque 
Speech Department." 
All entertainment from reading, however, does not 
come from fiction. There's the essay, at its best that 
most delightful of entertainers. Anything is grist for 
the essayist's mill. That's the fun of it. 
It is so informal, so personal, often so intimate, that 
you imagine the essayist is sitting by your fireplace 
and chatting-rich in ideas as well as in words in which 
to clothe them. 
Then there's poetry. If you think you "don't like 
poetry" just try reading some for pleasure. Let your-
self go; better read some that you never "studied." 
Remember that the poem isn't just words. 
Finally, why read? Don't for a minute regard the 
radio as a substitute for reading. It may supplement 
it but no more. All thinking people agree that the 
ability to read understandingly is one of the "durable 
satisfactions of life." 
The mind becomes so richly stored that it is never 
devoid of happy memories, of stimulating thought, of 
ideas worth while. Such a mind is not constantly in 
need of external stimuli. Like the old Scottish woman, 
mentioned by Adler, it enables one to say, "I have 
always lived a good deal in my mind." If, in the new 
economy, we have less money and fewer things than 
now, we shall with minds thus equipped, have "Jess 
money but more life." 
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